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research has shown how the politics of knowledge production confound a 
linear conception of the movement of research into policy and 
practiceGovernments seek out research to support a view already taken, 
rather than critically engaging with a wider field of knowledge (some of which 






key actors do not simply respond to new information; they use it as a resource 
to further their aims, to frame policy problems in ways that will generate policy 
makers’ attention, and inform technically and politically feasible solutions that 
policy makers will have the motive and opportunity to select. This remains true 
even if the evidence seems unequivocal  
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“Survey data has limitations...Samples can be skewed. Response rates can 
be low. It’s a messy story!”  
	











“random control trials are at the top of the hierarchy but you run a RCT in a 
recession it will give you a different answer than if there is growth. So in my 
experience sometimes there is a clear direction but sometimes the evidence 
points this way and sometimes points that way. There are lots of examples, 
child poverty, Universal Credit where we do draw on evidence and data but it 
isn’t a straightforward story” 
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“administrative sources are more complete and you might want a survey on 
what views are at the time. We do have some facts. There are lots of 
examples of policies that draw on the data but it is complex. Admin data lacks 
social data. We also have to work with Ministers’ own views. There are some 
facts, such as the decline in pension scheme enrolment but we don’t know 
how effective policies to address this are. Evidence based policy is the ideal 
but it is messy and complicated. That is the challenge. We know what the 
problems are but we can’t for example force people to take out pensions. We 
can set up automatic enrolments, but people may choose to opt out. We do 
try, I like to talk about evidence based policy but the reality is that it messy.” 
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“qualitative evidence is more important in some aspects than quantitative.” 
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“I think in the academic literature there’s generally a consensus and you can 
work that out pretty quickly. Any analyst in the department, even a junior one 
could be given a job like that, straight out of university you could do something 
like that. I did something on parenting and family structure – in a couple of 
days you can work out what the key findings are on that.”  
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“ours is more a policy/analytical division so the evidence is maybe closer to 
me in terms of how it works in reality. So, there does seem to be more of an 
ongoing conversation around influencing things.” 
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“It’s different depending on where in DWP you work. There are different 
structures. In some cases analysts sit alongside the policy teams and work 














“I think some of it’s a time issue because realistically there’s not that many of 
us and there’s not a huge amount of time always so it could just be things that 
we know we’ve done internally, or from talking to other people who might 
know things. It would be lovely to trawl the evidence base every time you 
have a question but we can’t do it. Actually, with the In Work Conditionality 
this is one of the better examples because there’s been a bit more time to 
think about things. But often it tends to be what’s the organisational memory 
and things like that.” 
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“you have the evidence and you have the policy and sometimes the policy 
doesn’t reflect the evidence, whereas how I see it evidence is just one of the 
influences on policy. There’s a whole load of other stuff so just to assess the 
policy on. Is it 100% evidence2based isn’t right because of what I was saying 
about the triangle before – feasibility, political will, there’s legal framework, 
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Some policies will be much more evidence2based than others will be so the 
benefit cap, you could have done that as an evidence based policy and 
looked at what’s the right level analytically or you could have done it onit’s 
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“There’s also capacity of policymakers – if you have policymakers who  
don’t quite grasp it, it’s quite hard to get across to them the complexity. And 
especially people often want nice clear findings as well so complexity is quite 
hard – I suppose complex findings are quite hard to use when you’re trying to 
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“Evidence is very much at the heart of it. Evidence, operational feasibility and 
the political. But that depends on other stuff like the economypolicy 
generally evolves, it moves along, you can’t generally see it happening, but 
incrementally every day it’s changing a bit. I think someone said earlier that 
the big policy changes aren’t evidence2based. Maybe the idea isn’t, but the 
implementation is really focused on evidence. The evidence might be that we 
want to do X, but then the evidence comes in and we say ‘How do we achieve 
what we want to achieve?’ I feel fairly positive about how evidence is used 
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“Universal Creditmy own impression is that we’re only addressing half of the 
policy. There’s no general policy of creating enough jobs in the right places for 
all the ways we are pushing people into the workplace. So UC is about 
making people better off in work and there’s the increasing pension age which 
is dumping pensioners so the way it looks is that we’ll be driving down wages 
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